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Abstract 
Reasons for the particular uncertainty of global projects are the foreign environment and people from diverse cultures with 
different ways of thinking and working procedures. Handling these differences presents a big challenge for any project manager. 
During implementation they mainly focus on the professional, regulatory and (infra-) structural framework and don’t pay enough 
attention to the hidden stumbling blocks, namely the management of different people and cultures. Useful researches such as 
Hofstede's cultural dimensions and the GLOBE leadership study give a good overview of the cultural differences at the 
workplace. The focus in this paper is on the personal use of cultural knowledge with the main topic: „Effective application of 
cultural knowledge increases personal productivity“. Success begins in the mind. The core of cultural management in business is 
to adopt an attitude that is conducive to the personal preparation for the challenge of managing cultural diversity. A survey of 
differences in country-specific work methods helps to find the appropriate tools to deal with members of different cultures in one 
project. Three nations, China (Asia), Germany (Europe) and USA (North America) were selected and compared as examples in 
regard to common work rhythm, discipline and mentality. The results and analysis will help project managers to discover the 
potential of transnational projects and to improve their individual leadership coordination and management skills in a 
multicultural project environment.  
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1. Challenges in managing global projects 
Global project management has an extended scope with different challenges than national projects (Li, 2009, 
Hoffmann, Schoper & Fitsimons, 2004). The insecurity in the global field with its cross-cultural conditions is caused 
mainly by the foreign environment (Dülfer, 2011) and the people including team members and stakeholders from 
diverse cultures with different ways of thinking and working procedures. Global projects tend to be carried out 
rather fast and therefore project managers have only a very short timeframe to create a proper set up.  
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Experiences from past projects cannot simply be transferred to a new project. It is just impossible to predict 
where the next project will take place and which partners will be involved. Each project is different and comes along 
with varying conditions. Global project management is a highly dynamic domain. Handling all the differences and 
coping with the on-going instability presents a big challenge for any project manager. 
It’s the project manager’s responsibility to eliminate obstacles and to execute the project plan successfully within 
a limited timeframe. Due to the strong pressure and the fast moving environment project managers are used to 
working very efficiently. They are trained to set up a project plan and to adjust its structure to the local legal 
conditions as best as possible. 
During the implementation period they mainly focus on the professional, regulatory and (infra)structural 
framework. On the other hand they don’t pay enough attention to the hidden stumbling blocks, namely the 
management of different people and cultures (Dülfer, 2011, Balzer & Wilhelms, 2005).  
Reasons for this type of negligence are problems such as measuring the different influencing factors and the lack 
of evaluation criteria as well as scientific methods. Cultural ignorance together with the idea of handling personal 
conflicts frighten most people away especially since this topic is not part of any subject during the studies. Not even 
academies treat it with the attention it deserves. Furthermore although cultural awareness is increasingly promoted 
there is still a lack of implementation in the industrial practice. The research of empirical practice of culture in 
business is ongoing (Wagner, 2014). It's no wonder that project managers focus their attention only on what they 
know and the subjects they studied. 
Such negligence has of course an adverse impact on the project success. What happens during a project without 
intercultural management? Denial or negligence of existing problems will not solve any disagreement between 
foreign partners. Conflict-laden issues that are swept under the carpet lay the foundation for later problems. The 
resulting uncertainty nobody deals with becomes a risk factor, which might be difficult to handle at a later date. 
Quite often one might have only a vague sensation or suspicion that certain events could be due to personal and 
cultural mismanagement. Some out of many indications that something goes wrong could be, that the project 
manager is not informed in time about important issues, on-site happenings or delays. Discussions and negotiations 
might get caught up in vicious circles or nobody feels responsible for anything. All these factors will of course have 
an impact on project quality and the result. 
No one is really familiar with situations different from those in the homeland. Global business means therefore 
more challenges and obstacles for project managers as well as for the entire team. However it is dangerous to ignore 
risky situations because sooner or later they tend to catch up with us. Experienced managers know that cultural 
misunderstandings can be avoided in advance if one is alert and pays attention. Cultural differences in business 
dealings can be bridged if the appropriate tools are applied (Ranf, 2010). Intercultural skills are by all means 
learnable. 
Cross cultural researches such as Hofstede's cultural dimensions and the GLOBE leadership study give a the 
general overview of the cultural differences at the workplace and form the base for personal management in gobal 
business. This paper explains the advantages of cultural knowledge for project managers. It introduces 
comprehensible methods and tools that help managers to deal with cultural and personal risks during the project 
implementation. You will find an answer to the following questions:  
 
 How can one master the challenges of global projects effectively? 
 Which are the areas project managers should pay close attention to? 
2. The Concept of Multicultural Management in Global Projects 
The concept of "Harmony in Global Project Management"(Huang & Chung, 2014) presented at the IPMA 
Experts Seminar 2014 claims to take three influencing factors equally into consideration: “industry”, “people” and 
“culture”. The concept assumes that in global project management a harmonious cooperation with a simultaneous 
integration of different professional, intellectual and cultural factors is definitely possible. Cultural management has 
to be included in the toolbox of global project management. The advantage will not only be a better stakeholder-
resource management, but also a well-functioning communication. Cultural management furthermore facilitates the 
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resource management as well as the project process and implementation. 
In short to achieve the project target overseas the project manager urgently needs the help of his local team 
members to collect all sort of information, identify influential persons, give instructions and reach an agreement 
with subcontractors to name just a few. Only a well-functioning teamwork guarantees a good performance. The key 
here is multicultural leadership. 
There are many reasons for a project to be successful. One of them is a competent project manager who is able to 
handle at the same time the three influencing factors: work, people and culture. It's difficult to deal objectively with 
business discordances between foreign partners. The true reasons for many conflicts in multinational cooperation 
reach far back and started maybe with no more than some insignificant cultural misunderstanding or personal 
disinterest. 
Hence there is no sense in trying to solve a conflict without taking relevant personal and cultural factors into 
account. The concept of harmony in multicultural leadership for project managers calls for three qualifications: 
expertise, empathy and cultural competence (see Fig. 1). All three provide the tools to facilitate project 
implementation. Project managers are well aware of their priorities. They have to be able to interact carefully and 
flexibly to achieve their goals (Goffman 1986, Bolten, 2007). According to the situation they also have to choose the 
appropriate instruments from the three "tool boxes" very thoughtfully. Of course it's impossible to satisfy everybody 



















Fig. 1: The concept of harmony in global leadership  
3. Intercultural Requirements for Global Project Managers 
Good preparation is already half the work. Apart from their regular duties project manager should also get ready 
for their overseas challenges ahead. Cultural adaptation begins in the mind. The earlier you start the easier you will 
be able to deal with it. The secret of good cultural management is the ability to handle the so-called intricacies of 
daily work life competently. Although cultural influence is not visible it's nevertheless noticeable. We talk about a 
specific way of thinking and acting, a particular logic and a certain way of life. These factors become apparent by 
the time nations meet. Each party believes to behave in the one and only correct and right way. The tough work of a 
project manager entails coordinating all those „right ways“ to overcome the differences.  
Many small steps often lead to a big success. Start to mentally train yourself by imagining different scenarios and 
ways of handling possible situations and conflicts well before the beginning of a project. Conflict simulation could 
actually lower the possibility of trouble. In that way you save time for unforeseen conflicts later on and you will 
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have more time to intervene in serious situations. 
The intercultural requirements for successful global project management contain two helpful steps: self-
assessment and choice of tools. 
3.1.Self-assessment of the project manager 
The right personal mindset for the challenge of multicultural leadership generates better project conditions and 
furthers the smooth implementation. This first step consists of the manager's mindset, the environment and the 
project plan. 
(a) Personal mindset  
The project manager is the head as well as the coordinator of the project whether the business culture is 
hierarchic or liberal. His values and his behavior represent the core of the team values and his personal attitude can 
win or lose the support of team members. A global project manager has to be aware of the different roles of 
leadership (Huang, Kolitsch & Chung, 2015) in different cultures. Only then can he evaluate the expectations others 
may have towards him and practice an appropriate form of leadership to deal with his team. The local team 
members will then keep their ears on the ground and be vigilant to provide him with important additional 
information. Any missing information about local legal framework and work practices should be obtained as soon as 
possible. 
(b) Environmental project set-up 
Another useful method for project managers to compensate for possible weak or even blind spots is the systemic 
approach. The open boundaries of global projects make it sometimes difficult to catch the dynamics of the project in 
time and to keep up with everything that happens inside and outside of the project environment. Systemic thinking 
uses the theory of autopoiesis, which refers to the self-organizational capability of the system in reconstructing and 
maintaining itself (Autopoiesis, Wikipedia). The systemic approach refers to the project system including local and 
foreign environments and participants as a whole (Systemic, Wikipedia) and reveals an overview of the project 
development as well as a better control of the inner dynamics. The project manager is therefore able to figure out the 
visible and hidden resources and find appropriate tools to coordinate and solve the conflicts in a sustainable manner. 
This benefits the requirements as well as the stakeholder and communication management. 
(c) Project plan localization  
Experienced managers are able to work out a feasible project for overseas. Always be aware that a plan designed 
for "home" isn't necessarily suitable for another country. The adjustment of a project plan to a foreign environment 
is an important requirement. The earlier you take this fact seriously, the fewer surprises you will encounter later on 
and the easier it will be to stay on schedule.  
3.2.Management tools in multinational leadership 
Among others the biggest handicap in the project process are local work customs. As soon as you know the 
nationalities of the parties involved in the project make your personal assessment. Each country has its unique work 
conventions, which at the same time represent the specific discipline and understanding familiar to locals. 
Understanding the work methods that the team members are used to follow helps project managers to lead a team 
effectively. Not only the leadership but also the management of customers and of the supplier chain will benefit 
from this practice.  
4. Case Study: Survey of Country-Specific Work Disciplines 
A good example is the coordination of a multinational project team. What kind of problems do multicultural 
project teams encounter on a daily basis? When does culture influence the project procedure? In the following case 
study we assume a new product project of car lighting. The customer is an American automobile company. The 
project team consists of a project manager in the States, the technical design partner in Germany and the production 
sector in China. We will examine carefully how the persons in the three selected countries are accustomed to handle 
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business. The goal is a better cooperation of a multinational team. The results and analysis of this case study will 
help project managers to discover the potential of transnational projects and to improve the individual leadership 
coordination and management skills in a multicultural project environment.  
In the beginning we survey country-specific work methods by “processing a new business order”. The result is 
shown in table 1. This does not mean that all people of one country act in precisely the same way, however it shows 
the most common work attitudes of a country. To simplify the case study, independent behavior of individuals due 
to their personal background was not taken into consideration. The comparison helps to identify the most relevant 
differences and to bridge the discrepancies. 
Table 1. A comparison of country-specific work methods, modified model by Huang 2015 (Huang, Kolitsch & Chung 2015) 
Process of a New Business Procedure 
Chinese German American 
Processing in steps Processing as a complex entity Define the objective 
Quick offer Lengthy process time for an offer Fast quotation 
Wait for customers’ feedback — Don‘t just wait until the customer 
responds, make periodic follow-
ups with the customer 
Quick and flexible reaction to 
customers’ requests 




Diligent preparations (hardly any 
changes) 
“Change orders“ is common 
4.1. Analysis 
The result reveals the difficulties during the project implementation. Although production and project 
management standards specify the exact framework, there is no guarantee for the actual execution. Local work 
practices cannot be eliminated. The Chinese prefer to work in stages, Germans are used to processing a complex 
entity and Americans can be found somewhere between these two extremes. The practice of each work flow 
indicates simultaneously the work rhythm, discipline and mentality behind it. Although Chinese, Germans and 
Americans are all good businessmen, each group follows a different work philosophy. The impact on the project 
result is huge and explicit which shows that each country has its particular understanding of how business should be 
done. This attitude is totally self-evident for all locals. Even if other partners don’t see the logic of a certain business 
practice or find disadvantages, it is nevertheless very difficult to change the local mind-set. Any country-specific 
business practice is a natural product of the local system. It also implies underlying customs, which could be the 
biggest hidden stumbling block during cooperation. 
 
China:  
Chinese tend roughly to keep in mind the final goal and start the project in small steps. By the end of each project 
phase, they check the status and adapt the project plan. If necessary, even the project goal can be adjusted according 
to the happenings. The preliminary framework serves as a guideline, however it’s not unchangeable. The Chinese 
may give the impression that they are lacking concentration and consistency however this is due to the difficulties to 
come to an agreement with all stakeholders. The advantage of the Chinese concept is a very fast reaction time. If 
necessary, Chinese can work non-stop - day and night - and they expect an authoritarian leadership. Periodical 
controlling, especially in the early stages, is necessary. 
The Chinese work philosophy is: “All is well that ends well”. 
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Germany: 
Germans are used to working out first an entire complex concept with all the necessary details. After all 
participants have accepted the plan the project will be completed methodically. Everybody knows exactly what to do 
and works autonomously. The schedule is treated very seriously and strictly observed. Plan modifications are not 
welcome. One of the rare factors that might make them possible is the quality issue. 
The German work philosophy is: “Do the right thing from the start and it saves you trouble in the end”. 
 
United States of America: 
Americans tend to define the central objective first, and then they decide whether to break it down into different 
steps or treat it as a complex entity. The reaction on an enquiry is quick and flexible. Americans keep the active lead 
and always follow the principle: "Don't let it lie" (don’t let it go cold). Customer requirements and wishes have high 
priority. However, uncontrolled changes or continuous growth in a project’s scope is generally considered harmful.  
"Scope creep" belongs to business. A well-executed risk management is expected. 
The American work philosophy is: “Nothing is ever perfect. If nobody loses, everybody wins.“ 
4.2. Conclusion 
The three diverse work disciplines of handling business show also the different work rhythms. Chinese are used 
to working spontaneously. Germans are accustomed to a consistent rhythm and follow the formal rules. Americans 
tend to guide the process actively. One could say that in the States there is less tradition than in Europe or China, 
which creates higher flexibility and creativity. Anyway, each country has its own way to work actively but with a 
different work speed. The Chinese process is unsteady, at times slow, quick or stagnant. Sometimes it is highly 
erratic before it drifts back to the basis. You better alert them if you are in a hurry. In contrast, Germans like to work 
straight forward, their work rhythm is stable and predictable. Americans direct the project straight to the goal but the 
process speed might alter according to the situation.  
Finally the interests also differ from each other. The Chinese are used to following the person with the highest 
authority and try to achieve a balance in the stakeholder-group. Germans strive to operate rationally and 
conventionally. Americans aspire to efficiency for the entire project and the emphasis is on the performance. 
4.3.Possible interfaces 
There is no formula for the absolute right way in cultural management. The dynamics of every project system 
makes it impossible. The best solution might be to develop your very own recipe. Professional project work is not 
the problem in a multinational team. All participants are normally well skilled and able to work professionally. The 
technical requirements are also not really the key concern of project managers and the project owners just want to 
see a successful result. The main task of a project manager is to coordinate and move the stakeholders for the 
project’s sake. The challenge of multicultural management is the awareness of the different mentalities and cultural 
influences. It is strongly recommended to pay more attention to the harmonization of work mentalities as well as the 
to the stakeholder-culture management. 
4.4. Suggestions 
A kind personal attitude in dealing with cultures is mostly effective. The following steps may be helpful: 
1) Take time for the relationship management: even if there seems to be no time for it, do it nevertheless, if possible 
earlier in the course of the project. 
2) “Getting together” in the beginning during the team building process is an important stage for the exchange of 
expectations with the team members. Try to maintain a personal atmosphere where the team members feel free 
to talk to each other. Playing games can warm up the relationships. Repeat this step frequently i.e. via 
videoconference. 
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3) It may be impossible to maintain harmony at all times and it’s difficult to always keep everybody happy. A 
situation might develop when someone tries to make such a strong point that he offends somebody else. 
Misfortunes happen and feelings are sometimes hurt, that’s unavoidable. The point is that if a personal 
understanding has developed between the team members it helps to overcome cultural constraints. If the partners 
get to know each other better, nobody will take such “accidents” personally.  
4) Be respectful in dealing with your partners. A friendly attitude might cause your partner to do something for you 
beyond the “normal” support. Sometimes it’s not so much about the question of being „able“ do something but 
rather if somebody “wants” to do it. "Where there is a will there is a way".  
5) Stakeholder management is all about identifying the most influential figures and the person, who could be your 
“on-site” deputy. Make sure you build up a viable contact to a senior technical manager of Asian partner 
companies, even if they are not involved in the project. They are the hidden key persons who know about the 
entire system and the actual project development.  
6) Communication: pay attention to global and local communication skills and habits. There might be topics which 
require a group discussion however others such as criticism is better handled discreetly.  
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